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Abstract  
This study was an attempt to investigate the impact of depth versus breadth of vocabulary knowledge on lexical inferencing 
success through reading of Iranian Intermediate EFL learners. In the first step, a CELT test was administered and 40 participants 
were selected for the study. In the second step, subjects were tested on two tests of depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge, 
and were required to infer the meanings of 10 non-sense words. The results indicated that L2 lexical inferencing success on one 
hand, and depth and breadth of word knowledge on the other hand, were positively correlated (r = 0.91). The results of a multiple 
regression analysis also revealed that depth of word knowledge was a stronger predictor of lexical inferencing success through 
reading.  
2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Among various word learning strategies, lexical inferencing 
widely used by L2 learners, a process that has been defined as the connections that people establish when they try to 
interpret texts (Brown &Yule, 1983). It may lead to retention of the word form as well as semantic and other lexical 
information (Paribakht and Wesche, 1999). Nassaji defined LI as one of the central cognitive processes occurring at 
all levels of reading comprehension (Nassaji, 2004). Although researchers have attributed an important role to LI, 
the nature of this process has not been well understood in L2 acquisition (Paribakht & Wesche, 1999). Seeking a 
better understanding of the nature of this process will encourage us to focus on factors affecting LI and subsequently 
reading comprehension.  
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2. Depth vs. Breadth dimensions of word knowledge 
In the past decade, there have been proposals that vocabulary knowledge could be regarded as having two 
primary dimensions: breadth and depth (Qian, 1998, 1999; Paribakht & Wesche, 1996). Breadth of vocabulary 
knowledge refers to the number of words the meaning of which one has at least some superficial knowledge. Depth 
of vocabulary knowledge relates to how well one knows a word. Qian (1998, 1999) proposed that the dimension of 
depth of vocabulary knowledge could contain such components as pronunciation, spelling, meaning, register, 
frequency, and morphological, syntactic, and collocational properties.  
     In L2 research, there have been few empirical studies reported on the relationship between depth of vocabulary knowledge 
and reading comprehension (Paribakht, & Wesche, 1999; Qian, 1998, 1999). Attention has mostly been paid to the role of 
vocabulary size in reading (e.g., Laufer, 1996; Liu & Nation, 1985). This is probably because depth of vocabulary 
knowledge is more difficult to measure than is vocabulary size. For this reason, measures capable of assessing depth of 
vocabulary knowledge effectively are urgently needed. A depth of vocabulary knowledge test (Read, 1993), designed 
to measure some paradigmatic and syntagmatic aspects of vocabulary knowledge, has proven a reliable measure. 
Qian also found high intercorrelations between vocabulary size, depth of vocabulary knowledge, and reading 
comprehension, in the range of .78 - .82.  
3.  Research hypotheses 
knowledge play in lexical inferencing. The hypotheses that will be addressed are: 
H0
success do not correlate with one another. 
H02: Depth of vocabulary knowledge is not a more powerful predictor of lexical inferencing success than breadth 
of vocabulary knowledge. 
4. Method 
4.1. Participants 
The participants in this study were 39 Iranian male and female intermediate EFL learners. The age of the participants 
ranged from 21 to 29. 
4.2. Instruments 
Four instruments were used to collect the data needed for this study: Standard CELT to check the homogeneity 
of participants in terms of language proficiency level; Vocabulary Levels Test, by Paul Nation (1983, 1990, cited in 
Nation, 2001) accepted as an appropriate measure of vocabulary size (Laufer & Paribakht, 1998; Nassaji, 2004; 
Nation, 2001; Qian, 1999, 2002) with reliability above .90; Word Associates Test (WAT) developed by Read (1993, 
ord associations, which is based on 3 
relationships among words in the mental lexicon: paradigmatic (meaning), syntagmatic (collocation), and polysemy. 
The WAT contains 40 items; each item consists of one stimulus word (an adjective) and two boxes, one containing 4 
adjectives which are either synonyms or polysemous with the stimulus word and one containing nouns which can 
collocate with the stimulus word. Each item always has 4 correct choices. The reliability of the test, as reported by 
Read, is 0.93 and by Qian (1998, 2002) and Nassaji (2004) above 0.90. An example taken from the instruction part 
of the test is presented below: 
 
Sudden 
   
 
 
Beautiful  quick  surprising  thirsty  Change  doctor  noise  school  
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Lexical Inferencing Task: The participants were presented with a reading passage and required to write an exact 
meaning or a definition of the meaning of 10 target words substituted with non-sense words according to the 
orthographic and morphological rules of the target language to ensure that nobody had prior knowledge of the target 
words. This approach has been used in a number of L2 lexical researches (e.g., Haynes, 1993; Hulstijn, 2001; 
Pulido, 2003, 2007). According to Nassaji (2003, 2004), a 3-point scale (2 = successful, 1 = partially successful, 0 = 
unsuccessful), was considered by the researchers to determine the degree to which participants were successful at 
inferencing through reading.  
4.3. Procedures  
depth of vocabulary knowledge and lexical inferencing task were administered. According to Nassaji (2004) and 
Qian (1999, 2002), the time allocated to the depth of vocabulary knowledge test was 30 minutes. According to 
Schmitt et al. (2001), the time for completing the breadth of vocabulary knowledge test was 31 minutes. The time 
allocated to read the text and write the inferences of the target words was 40 minutes.  
5. Data Analysis and Results 
Table 1 reports the descriptive results of CELT. The reliability of the CELT was 0.88.  
 
 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics for CELT 
 
      statistical Descriptive  
Standard 
Error 
Std. 
Dev. 
Variance Maximum Minimum Median Mean Valid N Variable 
1.69 19.01 361.49 143 35 88.00 86.57 100 CELT 
 
 
 
Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics for the two tests of depth and breadth of word knowledge, and lexical 
inferencing: 
 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for LI, Depth, Breadth 
 
Test N Maximum Score Score Range Mean Score SD 
LI 39 20 6.00-13.50 9.2564 2.52063 
Depth 39 160 68.00-122.00 94.7179 13.86770 
Breadth 39 150 60.00-116.00 88.0000 14.79865 
LI=Lexical Inferencing 
 
   According to Table 3, the correlation between the depth and L2 lexical inferencing success (r = .82) is higher 
than that between the breadth of knowledge and L2 lexical inferencing success (r = .76). The correlation between the 
depth and breadth of knowledge (r =.92) was the highest. So the results enabled the researcher to reject the first null 
hypothesis and it can be claimed that scores on depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge, and individuals
on lexical inferencing success correlate positively with one another. 
 
 
Table 3. Pearson Correlations (2- Tailed) between the Depth, Breadth and Lexical Inferencing Success (N =39) 
 
Variable LI DEPTH BREADTH 
LI 1 .829** P=.000 
.765** 
P=.000 
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Depth .829 P=.000 1 
.921** 
P=.000 
Breadth .765** P=.000 
.921** 
P=.000 1 
 
 
According to Table 4, t
variance in lexical inferencing success. When the breadth of knowledge was entered into the equation first, it 
increased to 0.69. That is, the depth of word knowledge explained an additional 22% of the variance in the lexical 
inferencing. So, the second null hypothesis was rejected and can be claimed that depth of vocabulary knowledge is a 
more powerful predictor of lexical inferencing success than breadth of vocabulary knowledge.  
 
Table 4: Multiple Regression Results 
 
Step  PRIDICTOR VARIABLE(S) 
INVOLVED 
 
 
R2  ADJUSTED R2  R2 CHANGE 
A)         
1  DEPTH  .628**           .619**          0.07 
2  DEPTH, BREADTH  .695**           .689**   
B)         
1  
BREADTH  .470**           .460**          0.22 
2  BREADTH, DEPTH  .695**           .689**   
**P< 0.01 
 
 
6. Discussion 
The very close correlation between depth and breadth of word knowledge can also be attributed to the fact that 
practically depth and breadth of word knowledge cannot be considered separable. The findings of this experimental 
study show that the depth of knowledge is a stronger predictor of lexical inferencing success through reading. In this 
regard, according to Qian (2002), in language-testing context, which favors question types that would produce a 
positive washback effect on language teaching and learning, depth of word knowledge by assessing knowledge of 
polysemy and collocation instead of just single meanings of target words is superior to the breadth of word 
knowledge. Now it is up to teachers and designers to incorporate this factor into their EFL syllabi and activities, and 
they are recommended to integrate into their L2 vocabulary instruction kits such teaching techniques which focus on 
the deeper aspects of word knowledge. 
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